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1. INTRODUCTION

In 1963 the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) published Braddock,
Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer's Research in Written Composition, a review of writing
research covering the first writing studies in the early part of the century through
1962. In 1986 the National Conference on Research in English (NCRE) and the Ed-
ucational Resources Information Center (ERIC) copublished George Hillocks's Re-
search on Written Composition: New Directions for Teaching, a volume that re-
viewed writing research from 1963-1983. The articles included in this special theme
issue of L1-Educational Studies of Language and Literature on Writing in School
Contexts report the findings of Marilyn Chapman, George Hillocks, and Russel
Durst on composition in school settings covering 1984-2003 (for an expanded re-
view of composition studies during this period, see the contributions to Sma-
gorinsky, 2006).
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The review articles in this special theme issue focus on school-based writing instruc-
tion, with elementary, secondary, and post-secondary education the emphasis of the
three articles. The authors were asked to adhere to the following guidelines:

e The reviews focus on published research. Previous volumes (Braddock et al.,
1963; Hillocks, 1986) have included unpublished dissertations and conference
presentations. The present volume focuses instead on research that has survived
a rigorous review process. The purpose of this limitation is twofold: to help
manage the amount of work covered in this expanded volume (Hillocks's bibli-
ography alone covered 102 pages) and to eliminate from consideration those
studies too flawed to be published in a field that has seen a great proliferation of
publication opportunities.

e While authors were encouraged to include as much international research as
possible, this effort was limited by access to more global composition research.
As a consequence, the reviews focus on research published in the English lan-
guage and, while including attention to work from outside North America, is
most comprehensive in its coverage of research published in U.S.-based jour-
nals and books.

e In their reviews of composition, authors include not only writing but other me-
diating tools (e.g., drawing, performance, computers) that are used for composi-
tion. The previous two reviews have focused solely on writing, with that focus
specifically named in the books' titles. The last twenty years have seen broader
conceptions of literacy outlined in composition research that are reflected in this
set of review articles.

e Each article includes attention to a common set of concerns. Regardless of or-
ganizing principal, each author includes the following:

1) Research published between 1984 and 2003.

2) A review of the theories that have motivated research in this area, showing
trends over time and situating these trends within broader philosophical,
political, ontological, epistemological, and theoretical perspectives influ-
encing both scholarship and society at large.

3) A review of research methods that have been used in this area, looking for
links between theoretical frameworks and investigative approaches.

4) A review of research findings and conclusions.

5) A review of implications for theory, practice, policy, etc. argued by re-
searchers.

6) A complete bibliography of research reviewed during this period.

Marilyn Chapman opens with a review of school-based research conducted in the

primary grades. With schools now varying greatly in the grade level break between

elementary and middle school, the determination of what is covered in this chapter is
on what kind of school the research is situated in. Research that identifies the site as
pre-K, kindergarten, preschool, elementary school, or primary school is included in
this review. Typically, these sites have relatively few teachers, each of whom teach-
es a variety of subjects. While language arts lessons are often the focus of such
studies, research may also investigate writing in subject areas (e.g., science) and
include attention to other modalities (e.g., relations between drawing and writing).
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Chapman finds that the “social turn” in writing research has made research in this
area more complex because no single approach is best for all students; rather, the
social and cultural contexts of classrooms suggest that instruction should take into
account factors from learners’ experiences and social practices and build on them,
rather than expecting all students to respond identically to the same teaching. Ironi-
cally, this conclusion stands at odds with the federally mandated No Child Left Be-
hind legislation, which takes a reductive approach to literacy and seeks a homoge-
nized literacy performance from all students, regardless of cultural background.

George Hillocks, Jr., reviews research that takes place at sites identified as mid-
dle school, junior high school, secondary school, and high school. In these sites
English emerges as a distinct discipline and core subject area, taught by a specialist
with specific credentials for teaching the subject. Hillocks’s most daunting conclu-
sion is that, because much secondary school writing is taught in the context of test-
ing and assessment mandates, writing instruction has not yet realized its potential.
Indeed, because writing assessments tend to reward essays written according to a
five-paragraph model (a form routinely believed by writing theorists to limit writers
more than it enables them), the many publications promoting more open-ended, ex-
ploratory, inquiry-oriented writing are having less effect on the teaching of writing
than they might without the problem that many teachers teach to a theoretically ill-
informed test.

Russel K. Durst reviews composing in postsecondary educational settings, in-
cluding any formal site of education beyond high school: two-year colleges, four-
year colleges and universities, graduate studies at universities, adult continuing edu-
cation, and distance education. While sharing some concerns of writing at other
levels of schooling, writing instruction in these sites analyzes problems that are
unique in terms of schooling: transitions to higher education and attendant issues in
first-year composition, socialization into disciplinary communities and practices,
and so on. Durst concludes that writing research at the postsecondary level has lost
its imperative and direction at the dawn of the 21% century. Most composition in-
structors have been persuaded, he argues, that the “current-traditional” approach that
focused on the reproduction of classic forms is how obsolete. While limiting for
students, this monolith provided an institution against which more provocative theo-
ries could be launched. Durst argues that without a clear antagonist, composition
theorists are less focused now than they were in 1984 and would benefit from an
antagonistic position against which to argue—much as the No Child Left Behind
legislation has helped to galvanize elementary school composition researchers
against its literalist orientation and argue for more expressive and imaginative writ-
ing opportunities for younger students.

Taken as a whole, these reviews indicate the “social turn” that has occurred in
composition studies; that is, the move away from conceiving writers as individuals
struggling to put pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard), and toward an understanding
of the social, cultural, and historical factors that contribute to the setting in which
writing and writing instruction take place. As such, writing research and instruction
have been less concerned with the “best practices” that preoccupied Braddock et al.
(1963) and Hillocks (1986) and have begun to interrogate a set of questions that
might be reduced to the following query: Why is this happening here and now? By
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considering this question, researchers may consider why a particular instructional
practice may work in an affluent suburb but find resistance in an impoverished ur-
ban classroom, or flourish for Ms. Smith in Room 203 but flop for Ms. Jones in
Room 204. This more nuanced, contextual approach has made composition studies
more complex and provocative, and sets the stage for the next two decades of writ-
ing research.
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